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A TAOIST IMAGE OF A VALLEY 
Peimin Ni 
"The superior virtue is to be like a valley." 
-Lao Tzu, Tao Te Ching, 411 
Grand Valley has many attractions to me: I have found wonderful colleagues to 
work with; I have had some very motivated students; and I find the winding driveway 
to be an interesting test and exercise for my sense of direction-after following a few 
curves, I often lose my sense of whether I am going toward east or west. But here 1 
want to speak about another attraction to me: its name-Grand Valley. In Taoism, 
valley is an image of the ideal state of being. It is an image of the superior Te, which 
means true virtue, power, or proper function. This virtue or power or function is 
obtained by being one with the Tao-the ultimate reality and the proper way of life. In 
other words, to be one with the Tao is to obtain the virtue or power, and to obtain the 
virtue or power is to be like a valley. To me, Taoism is one of the most enlightening 
philosophies in the world, and that enlightening feature is displayed in part in its use 
of the valley image. 
I. 
A valley is an image of vacancy, emptiness, or nothingness. But this vacancy, 
emptiness, or nothingness is not a total void. A valley is a being that is defined by its 
space-the vacant part or the nothingness part. To a valley, the lack-of-being part is 
so essential that we can even say that it is its true being. 
Looking at ordinary objects in the world, we will find that not just a room is defined 
by its space; a door is defined as being both an entrance and an exit. Actually 
everything is understood by what it is not. You can read the words printed here only 
because they are surrounded by the space unprinted. A most inspiring instruction I 
received from a calligraphy master is to conceive of calligraphy not as an art of 
writing, but as an art of distributing space-an art of knowing what one should leave 
untouched. In art, as in other areas, being and non-being are also defined by each 
other, and without one, there will be no other. Sometimes the non-being is even more 
essential than the being. It seems that the use of something is always in the part that 
is beyond the being of the thing. The door is used when it is open and not used when 
it is closed-a closed door serves actually the function of a wall, maybe a decorated 
wall. Similarly, the function of the wall is not in its own being. A wall is used to close 
in or carve out space; without the space, the wall is useless. A computer is useful 
because it can store and process data, but the ability to store and process data is not 
its being. Its being is the physical structure. The ability is something known through 
being, displayed in being, but not itself a being. It is therefore more properly 
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3 Y S  i n  t h e  p a r t  t h a t  
m d  n o t  u s e d  w h e n  
1 a y b e  a  d e c o r a t e d  
3 1 1  i s  u s e d  t o  c l o s e  
; o m p u t e r  i s  u s e f u l  
> r o c e s s  d a t a  i s  n o t  
n g  k n o w n  t h r o u g h  
r e  m o r e  p r o p e r l y  
c l a s s i f i e d  a s  n o n - b e i n g  t h a n  a s  b e i n g  ( B u t ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  I  a m  n o t  s p e a k i n g  o f  t o t a l  v o i d  
w h e n  I  u s e  t h e  w o r d  " n o n - b e i n g " ) .  
I  c a n n o t  l i s t  a l l  t h e  p o s s i b l e  e x a m p l e s  t o  m a k e  m y  g e n e r a l i z a t i o n  c o n c l u s i v e .  W e l l ,  
a t  l e a s t  I  h o p e  I  h a v e  s h o w n  y o u  t h a t  n o n - b e i n g  i s  n o  l e s s  i m p o r t a n t  t h a n  b e i n g .  
H o w e v e r ,  w e  a r e  u s e d  t o  t h e  l a n g u a g e  a n d  t h e  m e t a p h y s i c s  o f  b e i n g ,  i n  w h i c h  
" n o t h i n g n e s s "  i s  c o n s i d e r e d  a  p u r e  n e g a t i o n  o f  b e i n g ,  a s  c o m p l e t e  e m p t i n e s s .  W h e n  
w e  s e a r c h  f o r  l i g h t ,  w e  t e n d  t o  f o r g e t  t h a t  i t  i s  d a r k n e s s  t h a t  p r o v i d e s  t h e  c o n t r a s t ,  
t h e  s h a d e s ;  p u r e  l i g h t n e s s  i s  j u s t  l i k e  p u r e  d a r k n e s s  i n  w h i c h  o n e  w o n ' t  b e  a b l e  t o  
s e e  a n y t h i n g  ( H e g e l ) .  I n  g a i n i n g  t h i n g s  w e  t e n d  t o  f o r g e t  w h a t  w e  l o s e - t h e  s p a c e ,  
t h e  r o o m  f o r  g a i n i n g ,  t h e  p u r i t y  o f  h a v i n g  n o t h i n g .  J u s t  l o o k  a t  h o w  m a n y  p e o p l e  a r e  
b o t h e r e d  b y  t h e  i n a b i l i t y  t o  q u i t  s o m e t h i n g !  I t  i s  v i t a l  f o r  o u r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  
w o r l d  a n d  o u r  l i f e  t o  g a i n  a n  a p p r e c i a t i o n  o f  n o t h i n g n e s s ,  a  v a l l e y - l i k e  s t a t e  o f  b e i n g .  
I I .  
T h e  i m a g e  o f  a  v a l l e y  i s  e v e n  m o r e  t h a n  j u s t  a  c o n t r a s t  t o  b e i n g .  I  l i k e  i t  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  b e c a u s e ,  i n  t h e  c a s e  o f  a  v a l l e y ,  a s  I  s t a t e d  b e f o r e ,  t h e  t r u e  b e i n g  i s  
e x a c t l y  i t s  n o n - b e i n g .  H e r e  l i e s  t h e  s e c r e t  o f  t h e  T a o i s t  b e l i e f  t h a t  a  v a l l e y ,  n o t  a  
p e a k ,  i s  a n  i m a g e  o f  t h e  i d e a l  s t a t e  o f  b e i n g .  H a d  G r a n d  V a l l e y  b e e n  n a m e d  " T i p - t o p  
W o r l d  U n i v e r s i t y , "  n o  T a o i s t  w o u l d  l i k e  i t .  I s  i t  a  p h i l o s o p h e r ' s  e c c e n t r i c  c l a i m ?  W e l l ,  
b e  p a t i e n t .  L e t  m e  s e e  i f  I  c a n  s h o w  y o u  h o w  t h i s  m a k e s  s e n s e .  
N o t h i n g n e s s  i s  n o t  v i t a l  f o r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  b e i n g ,  j u s t  a s  a  c o n t r a s t .  N e i t h e r  i s  i t  
j u s t  t h e  f u n c t i o n  o f  a  b e i n g  t h a t  c o m e s  a l o n g  w i t h  t h e  b e i n g  a n d  i s  d e p e n d e n t  u p o n  
t h e  b e i n g .  N o t h i n g n e s s  i s  a l s o  a  n e c e s s a r y  c o n d i t i o n  f o r  g a i n i n g .  W h e n  I  w a s  l i t t l e ,  
m y  g r a n d m a  t a u g h t  m e  t h i s  p h i l o s o p h y :  " I f  y o u  a l w a y s  s a y  t o  o t h e r s  ' I  k n o w  t h a t  
a l r e a d y , '  t h e n  n o  o n e  w i l l  t e a c h  y o u .  W h y  s h o u l d  t h e y  t e a c h  y o u  i f  y o u  d o n ' t  w a n t  t o  
b e  t a u g h t ?  N o  o n e  k n o w s  e v e r y t h i n g .  O n l y  i f  y o u  a r e  m o d e r a t e  a n d  i f  y o u  a r e  r e a d y  
t o  l e a r n ,  t h e n  o t h e r s  w i l l  t e a c h  y o u . "  T h a t  w a s ,  a s  a  m a t t e r  o f  f a c t ,  m y  f i r s t  l e s s o n  o f  
p h i l o s o p h y ,  t h o u g h  a t  t h e  t i m e  b o t h  m y  g r a n d m a  a n d  I  d i d  n o t  k n o w  t h e  t e r m  
" p h i l o s o p h y " ;  m y  g r a n d m a  w a s  h a l f - i l l i t e r a t e .  L a t e r ,  w h e n  I  r e a d  L a o  T z u ,  I  c a m e  t o  
u n d e r s t a n d  w i t h  a s t o n i s h m e n t  t h a t  t h e  w o r d s  o f  m y  g r a n d m a  a r e  a c t u a l l y  g e n e r a t e d  
f r o m  d e e p  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  t r a d i t i o n s  l i k e  T a o i s m .  H e r  w o r d s  c a n  a l m o s t  b e  t a k e n  a s  
f o o t n o t e s  f o r  p a s s a g e s  l i k e ,  " I f  y o u  w a n t  t o  b e c o m e  f u l l ,  l e t  y o u r s e l f  b e  e m p t y "  ( 2 2 ) .  
" T h i n g s  g a i n  b y  l o s i n g  a n d  l o s e  b y  g a i n i n g "  ( 4 2 ) .  T h a t  l e s s o n  m y  g r a n d m a  t a u g h t  m e  
e n t a i l s  a l s o  t h e  s p i r i t  o f  t h e  S o c r a t i c  p h i l o s o p h y - t h a t  w i s d o m  l i e s  i n  k n o w i n g  o n e ' s  
o w n  i g n o r a n c e  a n d  i m p e r f e c t i o n .  I t  a l s o  p r o v i d e s  a n s w e r s  t o  s o m e  q u e s t i o n s  t h a t  
p e o p l e  s t a r t e d  t o  a s k  i n  t h e  r e m o t e  p a s t  a n d  a r e  s t i l l  a s k i n g  u p  t o  t h e  p r e s e n t :  
" S h o u l d  w e  b e  o p e n - m i n d e d ? "  ( o r  t o  s t a t e  t h e  q u e s t i o n  i n  a n o t h e r  t o n e - " S h o u l d  w e  
n o t  t r u s t  o u r s e l v e s ? " )  " S h o u l d  w e  e m b r a c e  m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m ? "  ( o r  a g a i n ,  p u t  i t  i n  
a n o t h e r  t o n e - " S h o u l d  w e  g i v e - u p  o u r  o w n  i d e n t i t y ? " ) .  H e r e  t h e  a n s w e r  s u g g e s t e d  
b y  t h i s  v a l l e y  p h i l o s o p h y  i s  q u i t e  s i m p l e  ( t h o u g h  t h e  s i m p l i c i t y  m i g h t  b e  d e c e p t i v e ) :  
W h y  c a n ' t  o n e  f i n d  o n e ' s  o w n  c o n f i d e n c e  i n  o p e n - m i n d e d n e s s ?  W h y  c a n ' t  o n e  f i n d  
o n e ' s  o w n  i d e n t i t y  i n  b e i n g  u n d o g m a t i c ?  I n  o t h e r  w o r d s ,  w h y  c a n ' t  w i s d o m  b e  
k n o w i n g  o n e ' s  o w n  i g n o r a n c e ,  o r  w h y  c a n ' t  o n e ' s  b e i n g  b e  o n e ' s  n o n - b e i n g ?  T h e  
G r a n d  V a l l e y  R e v i e w  •  6  
valley image is the answer. Lao Tzu says, the ancient masters of the Tao are "like a 
valley; they are vastly vacant" (15). I wonder whether Lao Tzu ever met Socrates, for 
what he says can be applied to Socrates so well! I also wonder whether my grandma 
had ever read Lao Tzu or Socrates, for even though she was half illiterate, what she 
said contains the spirit of both philosophies. 
Ill. 
It should not be understood that the "valley" philosophy requires people to absorb 
everything without being critical about what they are absorbing. It is suggesting that 
we first set our minds open, ready to admit our own insufficiency and not reject 
others without even allowing them to present themselves to us. It is the "1-reject-
everything-that-1-don't-like" kind of mentality that the philosophy rejects. Without a 
valley-like mental disoosition, we will not feel a need for self-reflection, and we will be 
blind to the things that will be valuable to us, and finally we will also be blind about 
the true value of the things we already have. 
Once the mind is open like a valley, then we can let things from outside have 
interaction with what we already have in the mind, and let them mutually affect each 
other, much as water from the peaks nurtures organisms in the valley and the valley 
purifies the water. Here a confidence in the strength of the good, the true, and the 
beautiful is essential. If we believe that true gold is not afraid of fire, we will also 
believe that whatever can be destroyed by fire is not true gold. Resisting outside 
influence is itself a sign of weakness; and the weakness awaits eventually the 
interaction with the outside influence to be overcome. If the weakness is merely a 
lack of self-confidence, the interaction can prove the inner strength one actually has. 
If the weakness is actually a lack of strength, the interaction can provide the 
opportunity to obtain strength from outside sources. In either case, the interaction is 
necessary; and the valley is where this kind of interaction takes place. 
It also should not be understood that the "valley" philosophy considers only 
taking, absorbing, and never providing. Besides the possibilities of gaining, 
interacting, a valley provides as well. "The relation between the Tao and the world is 
like the relation between the streams of the valley to the seas and the oceans" (32). 
The streams of the valley provide water for the seas and oceans, and without the 
streams from the valleys, there would be no seas and oceans. "The Tao is like an 
empty vessel, and its use is inexhaustible! Fathomless! Like the fountainhead of all 
things" (4). The valley is a vital part of a huge system. It is open to the whole system 
in taking and giving. It constantly provides, unselfishly and quietly, bit by bit, and 
never closes itself off from the world beyond. It does not claim loudly that it is acting 
under a sense of duty or obligation, with a vast vision of the whole environment or 
the whole universe. Yet it surely does not act for the sake of its own interest Exactly 
because of this, it is able to gain the best interest of itself. 
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; ,  a n d  w i t h o u t  t h e  
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) U n t a i n h e a d  o f  a l l  
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" B e i n g  t h e  V a : l e y  o f  t h e  w o r l d ,  y o u r  i n v a r i a n t  T e  ( v i r t u e ,  p o w e r )  w i l l  b e  s u f f i c i e n t "  
( 2 8 ) .  I  a m  g l a d  t o  s e e  t h a t  G r a n d  V a l l e y  i s  b e c o m i n g  a  g r a n d  v a l l e y  i n  t h e  W e s t .  W e  
a r e  i n  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  in~ernationalization, o p e n i n g  o u r s e : v e s  t o  t : , e  o u t s i d e  w o r l d ,  t o  
g a i n  f r o m  o u t s i d e  s o u r c e s ,  i n t e r a c t  w i t h  o t h e r  c u l t u r e s ,  a n d  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  t h e  g i o b a l  
c i v i l i z a t i o n .  B e i n g  a  g r a n d  v a l l e y ,  G r a n d  V a l l e y  c r e a t e s  a n  e n v i r o n m e n t  f o r  i t s  f a c u l t y ,  
s t a f f ,  a n d  s t u d e n t s  t o  m a k e  t h e i r  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  t o  t h e  s c l 1 o o l ,  g a i n i n g  t h e  b e s t  o f  t h e  
w o r l d  t h r o u g h  t h e  s c h o o l ,  a n d ,  a t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e ,  i t  i s  b e c o m i n g  a  r i c h  r e s o u r c e  f o r  
t h e  w o r l d  b e y o n d  t h e  s c h o o l .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  t h e  n e w  s u m m e r  s t u d y  a b r o a d  p r o g r a m  i n  
C h i n a  i s  a n  o p p o r t u n i t y  f o r  o u r  s t u d e n t s  a n d  f a c u l t y  t o  l e a r n  a b o u t  a n d  f r o m  t h e  
C h i n e s e  c u l t u r e ,  a n d  a l s o  f o r  u s  t o  p r o v i d e  i n f l u e n c e  t o  a n d  h e l p  t h e  C h i n e s e .  I t  i s  a  
p r o c e s s  b o t h  o f  s e e i n g  t h e  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  W e s t e r n  c u l t u r e  a n d  o f  g a i n i n g  a  b e t t e r  
a p p r e c i a t i o n  o f  t h e  W e s t e r n  t r a d i t i o n .  T h e  E a s t  a n d  t h e  W e s t  a r e  o f t e n  c o m p a r e d  
w i t h  t h e  t w o  h e m i s p h e r e s  o f  t h e  b r a i n :  e a c h  h a s  i t s  u n i q u e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ,  
a d v a n t a g e s ,  a n d  s h o r t c o m i n g s .  I f  t h e y  c o m p l e m e n t  e a c h  o t h e r ,  t h e  w h o l e  b r a i n  i s  
p e r f e c t .  I f  e a c h  d i s r e g a r d s  t h e  o t h e r ,  b o t h  a r e  r e t a r d e d  o r  c r i p p l e d .  I f  e a c h  g i v e s  u p  
i t s  o w n  a d v a n t a g e s  a n d  t a k e s  t h e  o t h e r  s i d e ' s  s h o r t c o m i n g s ,  t h e y  w i l l  v i r t u a l l y  
d e s t r o y  t h e m s e l v e s .  
T h e  s i t u a t i o n  o f  t o d a y ' s  w o r l d  l o o k s  m u c h  a s  i f  t h e  t w o  h e m i s p h e r e s  a r e  l o o k i n g  
f o r  s e l f - i m p r o v e m e n t  b y  s e a r c h i n g  f r o m  t h e  o t h e r  s i d e .  W h i l e  t h e  W e s t  i s  a l m o s t  
i n e v i t a b l y  d r a w n  c l o s e r  t o  t h e  E a s t e r n  c u l t u r e s ,  s e a r c h i n g  f o r  w i s d o m  t o  d e f e a t  s o m e  
m o n s t e r s  t h a t  c a m e  t o g e t h e r  w i t h  m o d e r n  t e c h n o l o g y - s u c h  a s  i n d i v i d u a l i s m ,  
c o n s u m e r i s m ,  a n d  p r o f e s s i o n a l i s m - t h e  E a s t  i s  m o v i n g  r a p i d l y  t o w a r d  
" m o d e r n i z a t i o n , "  a  t e r m  t o  m a n y  E a s t e r n e r s  m e a n i n g  " w e s t e r n i z a t i o n . "  B u t ,  a s  D a v i d  
H a l l  p o i n t s  o u t ,  i f  e i t h e r  c u l t u r e  t a k e s  t h e  o t h e r  w i t h o u t  c r i t i c a l  r e f l e c t i o n ,  t h e  t h i n g s  
t a k e n  c a n  b e  " T r o j a n  h o r s e s . "  I t  w o u l d  b e  i d e a l  i f  w e  c o u l d  b o t h  l e a r n  f r o m  e a c h  
o t h e r ' s  p a i n s  a s  w e l l  a s  f r o m  e a c h  o t h e r ' s  g a i n s ,  a n d  s e e  t h e  v a l u e s  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  
p r o b l e m s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  e a c h  c u l t u r e .  O t h e r w i s e ,  b o t h  s i d e s  " w i l l  b e  c o n d e m n e d  b y  
t h e  m i s c h i e v o u s  d e m o n s  o f  h i s t o r y  t o  t h e  s a d ,  s i l l y  f a t e  o f  f a l l i n g  u n d e r  t h e  s p e l l  o f  
o n e  a n o t h e r ' s  r e j e c t e d  p a s t s . " 2  
T o  a v o i d  " f a l l i n g  u n d e r  t h e  s p e l l "  r e q u i r e s  t h a t  w e  d o  n o t  s i m p l y  r e j e c t  o u r s e l v e s  
a n d  t a k e  t h e  o t h e r s ,  n o r  s i m p l y  h o l d  o n  t o  o u r s e l v e s  a n d  r e j e c t  t h e  o t h e r s .  T h e  w o r l d  
n e e d s  g r a n d  v a l l e y s  f o r  i n t e r a c t i o n  t o  h a p p e n .  T h o u g h  t h e  g e o l o g i c a l  v a l l e y  w h e r e  
G r a n d  V a l l e y  i s  l o c a t e d  i s  n o t  r e a l l y  t h a t  " g r a n d , "  w e  s h o u l d  b e  a b l e  t o  m a k e  G r a n d  
V a l l e y  i t s e l f  a  g r a n d  v a l l e y  i n  a n o t h e r  s e n s e .  
1  
H e r e a f t e r ,  q u o t e s  f r o m  t h e  T a o  T e  C h i n g  w i l l  b e  m a r k e d  b y  n u m b e r s  i n  p a r e n t h e s e s .  T h e  n u m b e r s  i n d i c a t e  
c h a p t e r s  w h e r e  t h e  q u o t e s  c a n  b e  f o u n d .  T h e  t r a n s l a t i o n  o f  t h e  q u o t e s  a r c  a  m i x t u r e  f r o m  v a r i o u s  s o u r c e s ,  
i n c l u d i n g  W i n g - t s i t  C h a n ' s  A  S o u r c e  B o o k  i n  C h i n e s e  P h i l o s o p h y  ( P r i n c e t o n :  P r i n c e t o n  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 9 6 3 ) ,  
L i n  Y u t a n g ' s  T h e  W i s d o m  o f  L a o t s e  ( N e w  Y o r k :  R a n d o m  H o u s e ,  1 9 4 8 ) ,  S t e p h e n  M i t c h e l l ' s  t r a n s l a t i o n  o f  T a o  T e  
C h i n g  ( N e w  Y o r k :  H a r p e r  a n d  R o w ,  1 9 8 8 ) ,  a n d  s o m e t i m e s  m y  o w n .  T h e  t r a n s l a t i o n  i s ,  f i r s t  o f  a l l ,  b a s e d  o n  m y  
o w n  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  C h i n e s e  o r i g i n a l  a n d  s e c o n d l y  o n  t h e  p r i n c i p l e  o f  r e v e a l i n g  a s  c l e a r l y  a s  p o s s i b l e  t h e  
r e f e r e n c e  a n d  t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  v a l l e y  i m a g e  i n  T a o i s m .  
2
D a v i d  H a l l ,  " M o d e r n  C h i n a  a n d  T h e  P o s t m o d e r n  W e s t , "  i n  C u l t u r e  a n d  M o d e r n i t y ,  E a s t - W e s t  P h i l o s o p h i c  
P e r s p e c t i v e s ,  e d .  E l i o t  D e u t s c h  ( H o n o l u l u :  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  H a w a i i  P r e s s ,  1 9 9 1  ) ,  6 7 .  
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